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The dyadic nature of the teacher-child relationship is recognized as a significant factor in young children’s learning experiences. Less is known about how teachers’ own personal and professional identities and experiences influence their construction of teacher-child relationships. This article extends upon previous studies by exploring the concept of a networked dimension of teachers’ personal relationships and how they inform their perceptions of their relationships with children within a dynamic system. Through the interpretation of four teachers’ life history narratives and utilizing the lens of development systems theory, we present original insights regarding how they understand their personal and professional relationships with children. We illuminate how teacher’s lives are open, networked and overlapping in nature and that there are implications for teacher’s initial education and professional development. 
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Introduction 
Teachers who specialise in the field of early childhood education (ECE) talk about their relationships with, and care for, children as being a fundamental aspect of their practice. It is understood that warm and reciprocal relationships can support children’s development and learning in broad terms within the context of ECE (Degotardi, 2014; Degotardi and Pearson, 2009; Degotardi, Sweller and Pearson, 2013; Pianta, 1999). This interpretation of communicative and reciprocal approaches has been theorised with terms such as ‘care ethics’ (Noddings, 2012, p.771) and ‘relational pedagogy’ (Papatheodorou, 2009, p.3) and has grown from seeing relationships in terms of attachment theory (Bowlby, 1997; Luff and Kanyal, 2015). 

Our study relates to attachment theory but also builds on a notion of relationships operating within related networked ecologies, using developmental systems theory as a frame (Pianta, 1999).  Sabol and Pianta (2012) consider that there is a need to consider how relationships are embedded within complex, distal relationships beyond the teacher-child dyad. Previous research into teacher-child relationships from a systems perspective have focused on analysis of teacher-child relationships from the vantage point of the teacher and child’s ecology of relationships within a classroom (Degotardi, Sweller and Pearson, 2013; Fumoto, 2011; Fumoto and Hargreaves, 2003; Gregoriadis, and Grammatikopoulos, 2014; Kington, 2012; O’Connor, 2010; O’Connor and McCartney, 2007; Recchia, 2012; Schuengel, 2012; Verschueren, Doumen and Buyse, 2012). These particular papers have not directly considered the influence of a teacher’s personal life on the construction of the teacher- child relationship. Therefore our study diverges from previous research by engaging in a qualitative enquiry into how teachers interpret their personal and professional experiences in the construction of how they relate to children in their classrooms.  The perceptions of teachers and their experiences of relationships with colleagues, friends and family can help illuminate the complexity of their professional relationships with young children (Recchia, 2012). Contemporary research asserts that attention should be given to developing a theoretical understanding of a range of relationships (Griffiths, 2013; Luff and Kanyal, 2015). Accordingly, the research discussed here is intended to stimulate dialogue about how personal backgrounds and beliefs might influence the formation of professional relationships (Gregoriadis & Grammatikopoulos, 2014; Kim, 2016) layered onto the dimension of teacher-child relationships. 

Our paper begins with an overview of the significance of teacher-child relationships in terms of attachment theory (Bowlby, 1997). Secondly the theoretical frame of development systems (Pianta, 1999) will be explored to situate the teacher-child dyad as part of a network of relationships. This is followed by a summary of the findings from a small-scale empirical research project that utilised life history methods to consider how a teacher’s personal and familial relationships could impact on their understandings of their professional relationships with children. The discussion that follows analyses how teachers explore this in terms of their personal and professional identities and the implications in terms of initial teacher education and professional development are addressed in the conclusion. As there are many terms used to describe the role of professionals who care and educate young children, the term teacher is used in this article to encompass multiple roles. 

The significance of teacher-child relationships
Teachers use the relationships they have built with children as a tool to support aspects of learning across developmental areas (Brebner, Hammond, Schaumloffel and Lind, 2015). Communicative relationships can nurture thinking and learning processes (Fumoto, 2011; Hargreaves and Maxwell, 2003) and young children who have positive relationships with their teacher are more likely to engage in ‘high levels of cognitive play’ (Cassiba, Van Ijzendoorn and D'Odorico, 2000 p.241). Relational pedagogy encompasses interactions that include reciprocal and communicative dimensions (Papatheodorou, 2009). Furthermore Brownlee and Berthelsen (2006) define the co-construction of meaning as a part of a wider definition of relational pedagogy, that respects children as knowledgeable beings who relate learning to prior experiences. The significance of relationships for young children’s learning is acknowledged within ECE curricula policy within the UK, for example in England, (Department for Education, 2014) and in Wales (Welsh Government 2015).  This is echoed within European policy frameworks that also promote notions of relationships (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, 2006) along with other international curricula such as Australia and New Zealand (Australian Department of Education Employment and Workplace Relations, 2009; Ministry of Education, 1996). 






The first theoretical lens that will be discussed is attachment theory and how this can help illuminate the dyad of the teacher-child relationships.  Relationships have predominantly been theorized from an attachment theory perspective (Bowlby, 1997; Degotardi, 2014; Kim, 2016; Sabol and Pianta, 2012; Verschueren and Koomen, 2012). However, there is a lack of acknowledgement about the complexities of supporting attachments within a professional context (Page and Elfer, 2013). Such support is needed because attachment theory outlines the significance for a child of having a secure attachment to a parent figure and enables the building of other relationships. Furthermore, this is critical for children’s subsequent development (Bowlby 1997; Fitton, 2012). Indeed, it has been suggested that close relationships between children and teachers can provide a protective influence for children when they find aspects of school life difficult (Sabol and Pianta, 2012). 

One of the ways in which relationships are built is by being attuned to the emotional states of children, which involves practicing caring behaviour.  Caring behaviour is evident when teachers are particularly observant, attentive and responsive to young children’s emotional states.  Noddings describes this as an ethical act (2012), and these caring behaviours are inextricably connected to children’s development; ‘Every human being starts in relation, and it is through relations that a human being emerges’ (Noddings, 2012, p.771). There is some interplay between the roles of parent and teacher were certain behaviours learnt from children’s parents, such as sensitivity, may alter children’s concepts of other relationships with adults (Sabol and Pianta, 2012). These caring behaviours have been described as ‘maternal thinking’ (Ruddick, 1980, 1989) and can be characterised by three descriptors; ‘preservation of the child, fostering the growth of the child and the child’s social acceptance’ (cited in Luff and Kanyal,2015, p.1748). Children’s self identity is related to their own emotional characteristics and family dynamics and these can be identified  in children aged three years and can still have an influence at age four (Brown, Mangelsdorf, Neff, Schoppe-Sullican and Frosch, 2009). Noddings (2012) contends that teachers might experience a tension with practising caring behaviours if their responses do not accord with curricula demands. This emotional attunement is a significant part of the nature of pedagogy in ECE and Luff and Kanyal (2015) suggest that concepts such as care ethics need to be part of initial teacher education to prepare them for this aspect. Nodding’s notion of care ethics has been re-theorised by Page (2011) with the notion of professional love. This term acknowledges the loving behaviours that motivate such relationships between teachers and children in a professional context and that these behaviours can complement parent’s relationships with their children in the personal context. Kim’s (2016) recent American research into teacher-child relationships for young infants found that similar beliefs and practices between teachers working as teams benefit the care of children, suggesting that teacher-teacher relationships are also influential. 

The complexity of developing close and responsive relationships is a challenging role for those professionals in the ECE field because of the emotional demands it makes of staff (Page and Elfer, 2011).  English curricula policy (DfE, 2014) has recognized the significance of attachment theory through the key person approach becoming a statutory requirement and similar guidance is evident in Australian and New Zealand curricula guidance (Degotardi and Pearson, 2009). The key person approach requires practitioners to work closely with a small number of children and be a conduit between the setting and the family within the English context (Elfer, Goldschmied and Selleck, 2012). However in joint research from Belgium and the Netherlands Verschuerena and Koomen (2012) posit that the teacher-child relationships are not attachment bonds in the same way that parent-child relationships are understood. This suggests that developing attachments with children within a professional context requires differing skill sets and is a complex and responsive process that adds practical but also emotive and challenging dimensions in the life of ECE teacher contexts. 

The preceeding discussion of attachment theory has significance for understanding how teacher-child relationships are conceptualised and has been influential in how curricula policy and practice have evolved. However, recent research highlights the need to see attachment theory as one of a range of social activities that help deepen understandings of teacher-child relationships (Degotardi, 2014). In addition, critics of attachment based pedagogies comment that it may be less relevant in non- westernized cultures that consider the broader relationships of young children as significant beyond the dyadic model of mother-child relationships (Degotardi and Pearson, 2009; Rockel, 2005). 

We acknowledge that the dyadic teacher-child relationship will be influenced by many complex and evolving systems that overlap with the context of home and school life for children. Furthermore, teacher-child relationships can be perceived beyond the perspective of attachment and align with a much broader concept of how relationships are formed across lives and can be considered as a ‘developmental issue in their own right’ (Schuengel, 2012, p.329). Therefore our study enhances existing understandings of teacher-child relationships by overlaying a developmental systems theory approach.

Development systems theory
The second theoretical lens that will be discussed is development systems theory (DST: Ford and Lerner, 1992; Pianta, 1999). This is a theoretical lens that may help us to study the complex interconnections between relationships and place such relationships within a wider macro context of an ecological model that includes school, family and community. DST has been developed from systems theory that analyses how systems interact and behave in both macro and micro contexts and can be a helpful frame for considering the nature of how services are developed in ECE (Kagan, Araujo, Jaimovich and Aguayo, 2016; Venturelli and Cigala, 2015) and give us insight into the ‘lived in-between space and time of the learner and teacher’ (Papatheodorou, 2008, p.11). This sort of analysis can benefit teachers in their initial education in seeing how their responsive behaviour and interaction within micro interactions can have impact within macro contexts (Recchia, 2012).  

Relationships between teachers and children will be influenced by ‘dynamic, developing and contextual’ factors (Kington, 2012, p.198) and also how individual cultures of contexts within home and school may relate to each other (Rogoff, 2003). Therefore the wider ecological context is particularly relevant in considering how relationships are formed, defined by Bronfenbrenner (1979) as how factors influence the interconnections between school and community. Building on this approach, Pianta and Walsh (2014) developed a Contextual Systems Model (CSM), a theoretical framework that maps the connections and underlying systems between home and school relationships. Their approach acknowledges the complexity of the multiple factors that are at play and addresses how teacher-child relationships are influenced by the behaviour and views of both parties in that relationship. However CSM can become reductionist when it is applied, as it can lead to an examination of only part of the relationship system, resulting in an inadequate and partial understanding (Featherston and Doolan, 2012), for our purposes DST provides the means of exploring the broader ecology of relationships. 

Studying teacher child relationships through the theoretical frame of developmental systems has the potential for helping to illuminate a more complex and ‘messy’ perception of relationships. The nature of relationships can be perceived as nonlinear and context dependent (Coleman and Watson, 2000). This might reflect the nature of the life within the particular context of ECE that is often unpredictable, changeable and sometimes chaotic in nature. The CSM framework when applied to teacher-child relationships reveals relationships as open systems, influencing each other and developing over time (O’Connor, 2010). This model is particularly relevant to understanding children who may have risk factors that could affect their development and thus stronger teacher- child relationships can compensate for poor parent child attachments particularly in families of socio-economic disadvantage (Sabol and Pianta, 2012). Therefore the significance of building relationships with children in such families can help counter the possible risk factors that might negatively influence children’s learning and development and contribute to notions of social justice and equity for vulnerable groups (Pianta and Walsh, 2014). 

Consequently the discussion around DST (Ford and Lerner, 1992; Pianta, 1999) is particularly relevant to our study of how relationships are conceptualized in the networks of teacher’s personal and professional lives. The influences of disparate factors from interrelating systems can, according to the literature, have influence on how teacher-child relationships develop from different levels within the ecology of relationships (Lerner, 2013, O’Connor and McCartney, 2007). Developmental systems can help to understand how ecological systems are related, with Neal and Neal (2013) hypothesising that teacher child relationships can be seen to be networked and overlapping rather than nested. 
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Our review of the literature illuminates the multiple ways in which teacher-child relationships have been theorised within two main theoretical lenses of attachment and DST (Bowlby, 1997; Ford and Lerner, 1992). To build on this work, the research discussed in this paper relates to attachment theory but also contributes and extends understandings of how teacher- child relationships are constructed from a DST theoretical lens  (Sabol and Pianta, 2012), within a qualitative approach as we discuss in the next section. 

Researching relationships
This study contributes to the DST field of enquiry by examining how teacher’s personal relationships sit within an ecological model and dynamic system of teacher-child relationships, recognising the nested relationships that teacher-child relationships occupy, while providing space to accommodate a variety of factors that may influence and shape teacher’s ideas and reflections over time. To do so, we have adopted an interpretative narrative method to research how teachers perceive their relationships with children within their own familial set of relationships (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011). Therefore a qualitative approach utilizing life history narratives was adopted as a suitable way to consider how ECE teachers’ articulate their understandings of professional relationships with children. Such narrative stories can bring about an articulation of certain experiences offering insight into how social events are constructed (Goodson, 2013), revealing how teacher’s personal and professional lives interact and influence each other (Goodson and Sikes, 2001) while framing the stories as temporal, situated social encounters (Goodson and Gill, 2011). 

Within the methodological design of our work we specifically draw on Goodison and Gill’s (2011) theory of narrative pedagogy to consider how the processes of retelling certain events can create learning through that encounter, drawing attention to the idea of ‘narrative as pedagogy’ (p.xi). Life history research observes the social encounter as the narrative is told to an audience (Goodison and Gill, 2011). This suggests that researchers and their participants go through a process of remembering and retelling their chosen and significant experiences that can generate learning. This can be a process of learning about the self, but also about the development of understanding how the self relates to other individuals. Such shifts in thinking can reveal the influence of the personal on the professional and vice versa. The intersection of this is particularly relevant to an enquiry about teacher-child relationships for ECE teachers, as programmes of teacher education do not necessarily focus on interventions that explicitly support teachers in how to develop these relationships (Sabol and Pianta, 2011).

It is relevant to note that while teacher-child relationships have similarities in quality to parent-child relationships (Pianta, 1999) they do not have the same characteristics of exclusivity and durability (Verschuerena and Koomen, 2012). The idea of a teacher-child relationship as a developmental trajectory has been studied within the framework of a children’s education (O’Connor, 2010), but did not factor in the personal life of teacher’s lives. The research we present here seeks to consider teacher-child relationships through the lens of DST (Pianta, 1999) and as nested, networked and overlapping structures (Neal and Neal, 2013) existing within a broader web of inter connected relationships that cross teacher’s personal and professional lives. 

The sample
In total, sixteen interviews were conducted with teachers. For the purpose of this paper, four of these have been selected for the discussion because of their ECE specialism and differing levels of experience (see Table 1). The four interviews were conducted in 2015. Adopting a life history approach required that the interviews were conducted utilizing a narrative life history line (Woolhouse, 2015) to draw out the teacher’s stories. The interviews began with the researchers providing their own ‘personal inventories’ (Collinson, Dunne and Woolhouse,  2012) to explain a little about their own career journeys before the teachers answered an open ended question such as ‘tell me what you think about teacher-child relationships by describing chosen events from your personal and professional life.’ The teachers were selected by the researchers through existing professional or personal relationships, mostly through the association of having been a student or staff member at a university in North West England that currently has initial teacher education as a significant aspect of their School of Education. Ethical guidelines were followed (BERA, 2011) throughout the process because, as Sikes (2010) reminds us, there is an ethical burden to life history as a methodological approach and a sensitivity required on the researcher’s behalf in how ideas are analysed and interpreted. The transcribed texts were member checked, assigned pseudonyms and coded to identify key themes related to how the research participants constructed ideas about teacher-child relationships. 

Table 1 [near here]

Findings 
The data from the four interviews revealed two dominant but related themes about how teacher-child relationships were constructed by the teachers. The first theme related to teachers describing teacher-child relationships through the prism of their personal experiences and the second theme came from teachers using their professional experiences to make sense of how they related to children in their classes. 

Teachers learn from their personal lives
The research participants related their role of teacher to their personal experience, often using the language associated with becoming or being a parent or grandparent. This acknowledges aspects of relational pedagogy from a personal perspective that is being applied in the professional realm (Papatheodorou, 2009). This seems to bring a deeper more reflexive perspective to the role, and describes parenthood as a significant influence on understanding their role as teachers: 

A bit of me having my own children made me see that there was more to them (pupils) then I had perhaps considered.                                                            Suzanne

This personal experience seems to lead to a form of significant learning about teacher-child relationships in terms of appreciating the complexity of developmental aspects that are at play within the ECE context. This suggests that teacher-child relationships are not sufficiently analysed within initial teacher education (Sabol and Pianta, 2012; Luff and Kanyal, 2015).  Suzanne also described how the experience of becoming a parent helped her to keep the demanding role of teacher in perspective and how it gave her an ability to ‘cut off’ from her day job in order to give the attention needed to being a parent: 

I did enough to survive (in school). I reflect back and think that wasn’t a bad thing because it gave me a bit of perspective.                                       	Suzanne

Such a comment suggested the bi-directional nature of the ecological model of relationships also impacted on Suzanne’s relationship with her daughter (Ford and Lerner, 1992). This drawing of parallels between the role of teacher and family member became significant for Kathryn as she saw her perception shift as she became more managerial in her role as a head teacher:

Probably my relationship with them (pupils) has changed. I think now I have elements of the grandparent about me as a head teacher.                  	Kathryn

The rhetoric of combining domestic and professional experience is a characteristic of engaging with a life history method and demonstrates that through a teacher’s reflection on their career they are provided with the opportunity to identify how different forms of relationships intersect, conflict or align with each other (Schaefer and Clandinin, 2011). In this instance, the teachers are able to reflect upon how becoming parents influenced their ability to apply behaviours learnt from their parenting experiences. As Kathryn notes:

Throughout all of that (period) my own children grew up. That gave me an interest in what was going on at secondary schools, at HE (pause).I had a vested interest in that.  
Kathryn

Kathryn makes sense of the macro perspective she gains from experiencing her own children grow up and passing through different phases of education and finds increased meaning as her professional role extends, suggesting an understanding of the ecologies of relational pedagogy in the ‘lived in-between space and time’ (Papatheodorou, 2008, p.11) and the chronology of ecological systems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  The continuing influence of parenthood echoes in Louisa’s reflections on her emotional reaction to being challenged about her ideas on developing practice when she was a young nursery teacher, when at that stage she had not yet had her own children:

So I went to meet these people in playgroups and (they said) you don’t have your own children. 							Louisa

There is a suggestion that teachers may feel that their own experience of becoming a parent gives them credibility with fellow professionals and parents. Concurrently, such experiences may also contribute to the argument that the experience of parenthood enables teachers to develop a sense of empathy within their professional role, in that by caring for their own children teachers may be more readily able to find parallels and draw on the caring behaviour that they practice in their personal lives. There are parallels with notions of care ethics (Noddings, 2012) in Louisa’s recognition of the significance of behaviour practiced in her personal relationships and the powerful maternal discourses that are aligned with relational pedagogies (Luff and Kanyal, 2015). Louisa’s comments echo the characteristics of maternal thinking of fostering and protecting a child’s development (Ruddick, 1980; 1989). Victoria is demonstrating some aspects of this fostering and protection in her close connection with one particular child who had taken a long time to settle into her class. In Victoria’s case she is establishing a relationship with a child in order to support the child’s comfort in the classroom environment, thus the relationship acts a facilitation to enable future learning, or a tool to access that learning (Brebner, Hammond, Schaumloffel and Lind, 2015). This might suggest Victoria is acknowledging, identifying and finding contexts to develop a working teacher-child relationship in a complex environment (Coleman and Watson, 2000) and how it can benefit and influence both parties. For Victoria this realization signified that this aspect was the most critical part of her role as an ECE teacher: 

I was like ‘this is it’ this is what it is all about.                Victoria
 
All four research participants drew from their personal experience of being parents in their constructions of teacher-child relationships which suggests that this is a significant factor for them. There is also some indication that teachers see parallels between their behaviour as parents and as teachers (Sabol and Pianta, 2012) and they actively acknowledge the emotional demands of developing relationships (Page and Elfer, 2013).  The four research participants acknowledge the similarities but also the distinctions and differences between teacher-child and parent-child relationships. This echoes Schuengel’s (2012) and Verschuerena  and Koomen’s (2012) view of teacher-child relationships aligning with a much broader concept of how relationships are formed across lives, suggesting that these teachers are learning across the ecology of their experiences of relationships in their personal and professional lives. Whilst our teachers drew on their personal identities to explain their conceptualization of their relationships they also address the pedagogic influences on those interactions, and these professional discourses will now be examined from the same interview data. 

Teachers learn from their professional lives 
The teachers in our sample recalled how specific experiences, the role of professional development, dialogue with colleagues and their engagement in theoretical ideas helped them to shape their articulation of strong, ethical and caring relationships (Recchia, 2012). Victoria expresses this idea by recalling how professional development has helped her to improve her practice generally:

Every time I learnt something new I feel like I become a better practitioner. 

One critical episode was very evocative for Victoria who witnessed relationships in one school that were so upsetting that she felt she learnt a powerful and emotive lesson; 

I can’t be in a place where children are treated like this, I can’t do it. I can’t be in a place where children are treated like this. It was horrendous (pause).I used to go home and cry. I didn’t like the way the children were treated, it broke my heart. If all schools are like this, are children going to learn better?                      Victoria

Victoria here is commenting on the understanding that teacher-child relationships have an impact on children’s learning experiences that echoes with the view that teacher-child relationships directly influence children’s learning capacities (Degotardi, 2014). There is also a sense here of the personal and emotional impact that teacher-child relationships can evoke. Teachers engage with the idea that close relationships between children and teachers provide a protective influence for children when they find aspects of school life difficult (Sabol and Pianta, 2012). The complexity and emotional aspects of developing relationships is also explicitly addressed and suggests that the nature of ECE contexts can be emotionally challenging (Page and Elfer, 2013). This again refers to notions of the care ethics (Noddings 2012) in Victoria’s close attention to the distress of the children in this recalled experience and aspects of maternal thinking (Ruddick,1980; 1989) in a perceived threat to a ‘child’s social acceptance’ (cited in Luff and Kanyal, 2012, p.1748).  

Professional development can also enable teachers to reflect on their relationships and engage with different relational pedagogies.  Suzanne describes how informal and formal professional development confirmed that supporting playfulness meant she had to state her case to her head teacher, review her understanding of children’s capacities and this had shifted her interpretation of how to enable a child’s development: 

We are not going out to play anymore, we won’t be going to the computer suite (pause) he (asked) why, I (said) because (pause) it gave me a voice, so I could fight my corner. I think learning about learning gives you a different view of children and makes you see them as more capable (pause) it gave me a bit of balls. 

Suzanne’s professional development has increased the value she assigns to contexts for learning and also indicates her appreciation of how a teacher’s role enables those contexts (Fumoto, 2011). Furthermore it validates her right to confront and assert her values. There is the suggestion that teachers are using professional development to help identify which practices support children’s learning and which practices restrict this development. This shift in thinking is identified by Suzanne as helping her reflect on her way of seeing children as ‘more capable’, reflecting Brownlee and Berthelsen’s (2006) view of the role relational pedagogy can play in respecting children as knowledgeable beings. 

Kathryn noted how her ideas about teacher-child relationships had developed as she changed roles. As a nursery teacher she saw her role within a socio-constructivist frame (Wood, 2013) where she enabled an apprenticeship model of learning. Kathryn is articulating a view of socio-constructivist learning that involves children and adults making meaning together through shared playful encounters:

You learn with them and alongside them, like a little apprentice going out hunting with you. You have your butties (sandwiches) together.                

When Kathryn became a head teacher she saw her role as more like a grandparent, although she is not a grandparent herself, she draws from that identity. This suggests teachers are adopting the stance of a familial role, perhaps relating to their age and gender, in their attunement to children. In this case Kathryn’s comment suggests she is contextualizing and making herself recognizable to children, varying and even assuming roles associated with parenthood. These perceptive observations from Kathryn echo the rich learning that parenthood can bring to teachers whether or not they have had that personal experience. This infers that appreciating responsive and care-full pedagogies can have a critical role in current ECE practices (Luff and Kanyal, 2014) and there is still much to be explored with how relationships are understood, drawn upon within practice and researched. Kathryn still articulates a similar socio-constructivist view but it is interesting to note that she sees this within a more playful frame as her role has evolved into becoming a head teacher.  This suggests that different roles might entail different pedagogical approaches and also aligns with a view of how relationships might evolve over the ecology of a teacher’s career (O’Connor, 2010):

Probably my relationship with them has changed. I think now I have elements of the grandparent about me as a head teacher.  Now when I go into the classroom I go in like a grandparent for a while and have a bit more like a cheeky little interaction (pause)a  bit more playful with them.				Kathryn

This quote is another indicator that the personal and professional relationships are influencing each other, echoing Pianta and Walsh’s (2014) recognition of the bi-directional nature of relationships systems. Victoria realised early on in her teaching career that her relationships with children formed part of a much more complicated system of relationships and contexts interacting with each other, suggesting she is taking into account a broader view than her immediate teacher-child interaction. Observing the nature of how systems interact on differing levels echoes the relevance of DST to ECE contexts (Kagan et al. 2016); 

I need to find out what it going on, you just have to look a little bit deeper, and think a little bit harder and get to the root of things. If children are acting up you need to look at the cause of it.					       			  Victoria

Victoria’s view is echoed by Louisa as she recounts her perception of relationships with children began to broaden as she became more experienced. These extracts illuminate the networked nature of relationships with children (Neal and Neal, 2013) and demonstrate how wider factors such as children’s home lives have influence:

I think I have been much more understanding about the importance of what goes on outside school.  And that there are children over the years that I (pause) as my knowledge grew, that I really feel quite awful about, because I didn’t understand at the time.  Particularly when I first started… that importance of families and what is going on at home..                                                                       Louisa

It has grown from looking at it purely from my point of view and then the point of view of the nursery team in the classroom, to that wider, that ripple in the pond, that wider view. There’s a lot more than that (pause) that little bit (pause) as important as it is, is a drop in the ocean if you haven’t got the rest of it.  The family view, the community view, the school, everything that comes into that, government policies, everything affects, not only the view of the child, but how you work with the child, I think, or it can do. 





Going beyond attachment theory by drawing together the two identified themes via the lens of DST, we suggest that there are two main influences on how teachers constructed their ideas about teacher-child relationships. Firstly is the idea that teacher’s personal experiences give a language to how teacher-child relationships can be understood; the teachers are applying thinking from their personal realm and applying it to their professional relationships with children. There is also some evidence that this can work in reverse, with professional learning and experiences influencing their personal relationships. This supports O’Connor’s (2010) conceptualization of relationships as a dynamic system that are related, influencing each other and are at play from differing levels of the ecologies (O’Connor and McCartney, 2007). This can be seen in how Suzanne rethinks her view of children’s capabilities when she had young children herself, suggesting a bi-directional nature between teacher’s personal lives into their professional constructions (Sabol and Pianta, 2012). Our teachers are also demonstrating an understanding of their relationships with children within a limited contextual microsystem of time and space, appreciating that they are not privy to the other microsystems of home and community within that child’s ecology of relationships and home cultures (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Rogoff, 2003). Louisa reflects on this in her comment: 

There’s a lot more than that (pause) that little bit (pause) as important as it is, is a drop in the ocean if you haven’t got the rest of it

This suggests our teachers are able to use their own parenting experiences to fill in the gaps in their knowledge, to complement their attuned responses in their teacher-child relationships, as they transfer this knowledge between the overlapping networks of personal and professional realms (Neal and Neal, 2013). 

Secondly, there is a recurring theme about the nature of how teacher-child relationships are embedded in a much richer system of dynamic relationships. This seems to grow more complex over time and with growing experience, echoing Schuengel’s (2012) view of a temporal dimension to relationship systems. Teachers drew from their past experiences to help makes sense of their thinking, and this supported their reflections (Kim, 2016; Lerner, 2013). The four teachers in this sample were able to discuss their thinking about teacher-child relationships with some level of objectivity suggesting they are able to find a balance between their personal and professional lives within this dynamic system (Pianta, 1999; Fumoto, 2011). 

However at times this objectivity is disturbed and teachers can find themselves reacting with a subjectivity that leaks into the personal realm, perhaps echoing that the physiological and emotional reactions felt by distressed children (Lisonbee, Mize, Payne and Granger, 2008) can have similar affects on teachers that is heard when Louisa was distressed by children’s treatment in her school. When she describes her evolving understanding of her teacher-child relationships as being part of a much wider system of relationships she uses the expression ‘that ripple in the pond’. This suggests an interconnected and overlapping system between personal and professional selves, confirming the multiple proximal and distal systems interacting and influencing how relationships are conceptualized in developmental theories (O’Connor, 2010; Neal and Neal, 2013; Pianta and Walsh, 2014). This infers that Louisa is understanding how an ecology of relationships can alter how she relates to children but also how she views children, suggesting that distal influences can have an overt influence in the day-to-day life of teachers, confirming notions of the significance of relational pedagogy (Papatheodorou, 2009).

While it is noted that one possible criticism of this study is that all four research participants were parents, and thus unable to offer a comparison with teachers who are not parents, it offers a space to explore how four individuals interpret parenthood and ascribe this personal role with informing relational pedagogies they employ in early years settings. Of note, is that the influence of experiencing parenthood seemed to be prioritized and did not correlate with a teacher’s level of experience, which supports the assertions of Kington (2012). 

Conclusions  
The aim of the research presented was to enquire into the nature of how teachers within the field of ECE conceptualise their relationships with young children to extend beyond attachment theory by overlaying the lens of DST. In the examples cited the teachers constructed their teacher-child relationships by entwining learning from personal and professional experiences. This learning is bi-directional in nature, echoing Fumoto’s (2011) research on the significance and influences of the context in which these relationships are built. This indicates that teacher’s personal relationships are part of a dynamic and developmental ecology of relationships that include school, a child’s family and the teacher’s family web of relationships. These relationships are networked and overlapping rather than nested (Neal and Neal, 2013), suggesting that teachers are being influenced in how they develop their relationships across their personal and professional lives. Our research contributes to previous research (Degotardi and Sweller, 2013; Fumoto, 2011; Fumoto and Hargreaves, 2003; Gregoriadis, and Grammatikopoulos, 2014; Kington, 2012, O’Connor, 2010; O’Connor and McCartney, 2007; Recchia, 2012; Schuengel, 2012; Verschueren, Doumen, and Buyse, 2012) but diverges by offering original insights into how teacher’s own personal lives interact with their professional roles when they articulate their constructions of teacher- child relationships. 

In using a narrative life history method the teachers were able to choose the experiences they shared, make connections and see the flow of influence between personal and professional realms (Goodson and Sikes, 2001). The focus on four extended narrative interviews provided rich detail about the specific experiences of these individuals which contributes to the growing body of research that seeks to see teacher-child relationships within a frame of personal and professional spheres within DST and the field of ECE research (Pianta, 1999; O’Connor, 2010; Fumoto, 2011; Neal and Neal, 2013; Sabol and Pianta, 2011). Future research would need to also interview teachers who have not had their own children to see how their personal relationships might influence their experiences. 

Practically the implications of this research suggest that teacher’s perceptions of developing their professional knowledge can come from beyond the professional development opportunities that teachers have access to through the school context. This can bring another more personalised dimension (Griffiths, 2013) that pedagogic relations for teachers are not given sufficient attention at a theoretical level. This is particularly relevant to the field of initial teacher education, where there is often little focus on how positive teacher-child relationships can support developing pedagogies (Luff and Kanyal, 2015; Sabol and Pianta, 2011). The use of life-history narrative research provided the opportunity for dialogue and reflection, about what factors influence teacher-child relationships throughout an entire career lifespan and offered space for teachers to re-consider how they relate to children both in school and in their own lives. This is particularly pertinent as current English policy (Department for Education, 2016) proposes a move towards school-based apprenticeship models of teacher education that may not have the capacity to explore the underpinning of pedagogy or the nuanced theoretical framing that is used within research-informed university education. 
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